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Abstract 
Nursing students have had little opportunity to speak English in their high school classroom, where they were taught by the 
Grammar-Translation method under authoritative teachers.  In this paper I examine how group dynamics affect these students 
when they try to improve their ability to speak English.  Fear and anxiety may hinder their learning.  If they can have positive 
inter-member relations in groups, they will probably enhance their L2 acquisition.  Their speaking ability improves when the 
group dynamics make their inter- and intra-relationships positive.   
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1.  Introduction 
In the past year I have taught English to Japanese nursing students and have recognized that many of them in 
their school classrooms have had little opportunity to speak English or read it aloud.  In this paper I examine: 1) 
How they were taught in high schools in Japan; 2) What kinds of problems they have in speaking English; and 3) 
How group dynamics affect these students as they try to improve their ability to speak English.  Fear and anxiety 
may impede their progress, but if they can successfully negotiate their problems and conflicts with their partners and 
members of their groups, they can have positive inter-member relations and will probably enhance their L2 
acquisition.  In my classes I assigned all the students different partners in every class, so they got to know their 
classmates quickly and were able to deal with inter-personal problems more easily.  I also used the strategy of 
“Student Recordings” to encourage them to speak English with their peers.  In the fall semester, I asked them to 
write stories in their own words and to have their speech in groups recorded.  Finally, the students gave speeches on 
subjects which interested them and were evaluated by a native speaker of English.  The data was analysed 
quantitatively.   
2.  Participants and their background in high school 
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2.1. Participants 
My 74 first year nursing students (63 female and 11 male) met once a week for 90 minutes to learn the required 
subject, English.  25 students had studied English at private high schools and 48 students had done so at public high 
schools.  One student had studied by correspondence.  They were divided into two classes and learned English in a 
computer-equipped classroom of the university.  Their desks were fixed to the floor but the chairs could be moved.    
2.2. Background in high school 
 In high school, the students were taught English by Yakudoku, the Grammar-Translation method, with a 
teacher-centred approach.  As a result, they appeared not to have had much interaction with the teacher or one 
another and hence not to have improved their speaking ability.  In fact, the students were mere recipients of the 
teacher’s lectures, which took up most of the class hour.  Teacher-centred methodology and Grammar-Translation 
conflict with the policy which the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology now 
recommends.  However, Gorsuch (2000) suggests that the reason why the Grammar-Translation methodology is still 
used has to do with the teachers’ English-speaking ability (p. 686).  This tells us that high school teachers are 
refusing to admit the most important reason for their refusal to give up the G-T method:  
Two teachers reported to me that they demanded accuracy from students in their work for three reasons: (a) 
learning English would hone students’ mental abilities; (b) having students memorize English sentences was the 
most efficient way to learn; and (c) students had to learn to read English texts and answer questions about them 
accurately and quickly as preparation for university entrance exams (Gorsuch, 2000, p. 686). 
3.  Results and Discussion 
To improve students’ speaking ability, I used pair-work with student recordings, to give them many 
opportunities to speak English in the classroom and create their own dialogues with partners.  At the beginning, they 
were nervous of their unknown partners, but they learned to manage this fear by working with different partners 
every class.  They seemed to establish positive intermember relations in these pairs and they started to comprehend 
the content of each written dialogue, producing ones of their own with imagination and creativity.  The artificial 
dialogues seem to take on a life of their own.  The students gradually began to talk about their own feelings and 
experiences and to express themselves.  They felt that they were learning English better than in their high school 
classes.  They became speakers and not recipients, able to communicate what they wanted to say in English.  Each 
student participated with her/his own imaginative input.  The data were analyzed quantitatively. Table 1 shows 
that how speaking English with a new partner affected their learning from April to July.  After the second meeting, 
the nursing students felt less anxiety with a new partner.  They seemed to learn to cope with it over time.  After 
studying with different partners on 7 occasions, anxiety of having a new partner ceased to influence their 
performance of each new task. 
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Table 1. Anxiety over speaking with a new partner 
 
At the end of the spring semester, the Japanese nursing students evaluated how well they could study with 
different partners compared with the beginning of the semester.  54 out of 74 said that they could now study better 
with different partners than they could in April.  This suggests that pair work with “Student Recordings” seems to 
help students study English in class.  Table 2 shows that how well they could study with different partners at the end 
of the spring semester. 
Table 2. How well can you study with different partner at the end of the semester compared                                        
with the beginning of the semester? 
 
Among the negative responses to questions about new dialogues with a partner, some students complained that 
in this work the weaker students depended on the stronger ones.  The strategy which they used to solve this problem 
was that the good students wrote the dialogues alone.  This is clearly not a good strategy for solving the problem but 
merely a temporary makeshift, which still leaves the weaker students dependent on the stronger.  Making their own 
dialogues outside class was sometimes difficult for students who had to arrange meetings, but this was not crucial.  
For example, they could call each other on their mobile phones, or use email to discuss the content and write the 
dialogues accordingly.  Pairing the students has a number of advantages.  In this study, participating students learned 
to cooperate in pair-work activities, for instance, by teaching each other pronunciation, encouraging, motivating and 
making friends.  Some students could conquer their shyness or their sense of academic inferiority and gained more 
confidence to speak in English.  Therefore pair work helped these students to learn English and improve their 
speaking ability.  Table 3 shows the effect of pair work is compared with those in high school.  They evaluated that 
pair work had promoted English learning and communication since they began their university course. 
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Table 3. What has been the effect of the teaching methods in English at a university,                                                
compared with those in high school? 
2
11
9
22
3
1
11
15
No effect Making friends Making original 
or better 
dia logues
Learning better 
than before
Less shyness Less anxiety Having better 
communica tion
Motivated to 
study
What has been the effect of the teaching methods in English at university, compared with those in high school?
 
In the following semester (fall), I divided my student nurses into groups of four or five students to find how 
group dynamics influenced speaking ability.  They remained in the same groups until the first questionnaire and 
were then divided into another set of groups until the second questionnaire.  They had to make speeches in English 
and their speaking ability was to be evaluated at a speech contest in February 2010.   According to Johnson, Johnson 
and Smith (1995, p. 7), who compared the old and new paradigms of teaching in Japan, today’s English teaching 
still seems to belong to the old paradigm.  Teaching in Japan still seems to belong to the old paradigm.  Table 4 
shows that a comparison of the old and new paradigms of teaching. 
Table 4. Comparison of the Old and New Paradigm of Teaching 
Old Paradigm New Paradigm
Knowledge
Transferred from Faculty to
Students
Jointly Constructed by Students
and Faculty
Students
Passive Vessel to be Filled
Faculty's Knowledge
Active Constructor, Discoverer,
Transformer of Knowledge
Faculty Purpose
Classify and Sort Students Develop Student's Competencies
and Talents
Relationships
Impersonal Relationship among
Students and Between Faculty and
Students
Personal Transaction among
Students and between Faculty and
Students
Context
Competitive/Individualistic Cooperative Learning in Classroom
and Cooperative Teams among
Faculty
Assumption
Any Expert Can Teach Teaching is Complex and Requires
Considerable Training
Ways of Knowing Logico-Scientific Narrative
Epistemology Reductionist Constructivist
Mode of Learning
Memorization Relating
Climate
Conformity/Cultural Uniformity Diversity and Personal
Esteem/Cultural Diversity and
Commonality
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Clark mentions some advantages of using group learning.  One advantage is that it elicits greater knowledge 
and fuller information and gives the learner the responsibility of completing one aspect of the task (p. 233).  In 
groups, learners become sensitive to one another’s needs as they work together.  Some disadvantages may occur in 
groups, such as internal pressure, extensive disagreement and arguing, monopolizing and scapegoating in the course 
of the group’s work.  Clark says that these disadvantages will be turned into positive ways to reach solutions in the 
course of cooperation (p. 234).   
As Ehrman and Dörnyei argue, in group development, there are four stages: formation, transition, performing 
and dissolution.  At an early stage of group development, members can often get stuck (p. 99).  The members go 
through anxiety about inclusion, acceptance, membership, and the need-fear dilemma as the groups coalesce. At the 
beginning when I didn’t know the group, I was always nervous – it was when nobody knows the others yet and 
doesn’t even dare to approach and start getting to know them…Everybody is alone and so very shy … you don’t 
know how other people’s minds work (quoted by Ehrman and Dörnyei, 1998, pp. 110-111).  Table 5 shows that 
what hindered the Japanese nurse students to learn in groups. 
Table 5. What hindered you learning in groups? 
4
7 7
1
5
9
3
2 2
1 1 1 1
Difficultty of 
expressing my 
opinions
Anxiety The variety of 
opinions 
available
Difficuty of 
deciding the 
members' roles
Could not 
express or 
convey my 
opinions well
absenteeism Members not 
joining in to 
complete the 
tasks
Silent students Poor seating 
arrangements
Dislike of 
others of my 
group
No opininon Low listening 
ability
Not 
understanding 
about what to 
do
What hindered your learning in groups?
 
The Japanese nursing students said that absentees hindered their learning, in particular the absence of those who 
were supposed to present their assignments; and the variety of opinions in the groups hindered group convergence.  
For group work, it is important for someone to take the responsibility of promoting convergence and together 
completing the tasks assigned to the group.  Some students had difficulties in groups because of their nervousness and 
the challenge of expressing their opinions.  But as they gradually express more opinions to the group, they will 
probably learn to handle their nervousness positively and find it possible to express different opinions in public.  
Ehrman and Dörnyei (1998) argue that interpersonal processes can be both the fuel for much learning and potentially 
the source of a great deal of disruption (p. 5).  Figure 1 shows the inter-member relations in a group. 
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Figure 1. The intermember relations in a group 
Figure 2 shows the way in which interpersonal processes and individual behaviour in the invisible group affect 
learning.  Students may have positive intermember relations, anxiety and fear of new and unknown people, but when 
they fail to accept others, negative intermember relations occur and hinder learning.   
 
Figure 2 Individual Behaviour in the Invisible Group 
4.  Conclusion 
To answer the three research questions, first, how they were taught in high school, my students were taught 
English by Yakudoku, the Grammar-Translation method, with a teacher-centred approach, which seems not to have 
fostered their speaking ability, owing to the infrequent interactions between teacher and student or student and 
student.  In class, more English teachers in public high schools than English teachers in private high schools used 
Yakudoku.  This teaching method appears to hinder improvement in students’ speaking ability.   
Anxiety 
Fear of 
unknown 
people 
and new 
things 
Competition  
Acceptance 
of others 
Positive 
intermembe
r relations 
No 
acceptance 
of others 
Negative 
intermember 
relations Conflicts 
Group leader 
Member 1 
Member 2 
 Member 3 
Member 4 
Intermember relations in a group 
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Secondly, participating students had problems in speaking English mainly due to the heavy control of the 
teaching method which made them silent or passive recipients. Thus, students felt shy, nervous and inferior when 
they tried to speak English to their groups and have it recorded.  There were some negative responses about 
composing new dialogues with a partner, but also some positive responses.  Some of the negative responses can be 
handled with suitable strategies.   
Third, the effect of group dynamics on these students as they tried to improve their ability to speak English 
encourages the belief that, if nursing students have more opportunity to speak in the English classroom, they will 
perhaps get more confidence about addressing their groups in the language.  Even though they go through fear, 
anxiety, inferiority, shyness and conflicts in groups, they generally learn to handle these positively.  Through the 
different stages of group dynamics (formation, transition, performing and dissolution by Ehrman and Dörnyei, 
1998), nursing students learned to accept members who had different values, thoughts, opinions, and feelings.  This 
is why more than 66 students out of 69 in the first questionnaire and 58 students out of 66 wanted to study with the 
same groups as before.  They appeared to build up positive inter- and intra-member relations with the other 
members.  However, the students had the problems of shyness, nervousness and lack of confidence when they tried 
to speak English.  These problems may inhibit them at first from speaking English as they would have liked.  
Therefore, they needed even more opportunity to speak in classroom with their group members.  Using “student 
recordings” seems to have been effective, because they could listen to their English and hear the comments of the 
other groups.   
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Appendices 
Appendix One 
Please check the appropriate items and write where necessary. 
1. Gender : Female     Male  
2. High school：Private high school    Public high school 
3. Name of the high school where you graduated： 
4.Did you like studying English during high school?      Yes       No 
5. How did your English teacher teach English in the classroom?  Please answer by circling the closest percentage.  
 What percentage of the time did the English teacher lecture in class? 
     0%            40%          60%            80%           100%   
What percentage of the time did the English teacher lecture in Japanese in class?    
0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did the English teacher teach English in English?   
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%   
What percentage of the time did the English teacher answers questions in class?   
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did you speak English with your classmates in class?   
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did you learn English in groups?                                     
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did a native speaker of English teach English?   
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did the Japanese English teacher teach English?   
0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did you use audio visual aids such as cassette tape recorders, CDs and DVDs?   
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did you use the Internet in class?   
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did the Japanese English teachers spend translating English sentences into Japanese?   
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
What percentage of the time did the English teacher use the blackboard in class?   
 0%            40%          60%            80%           100%  
6. Please circle the appropriate percentages about your learning strategies in English class.  
What percentage of the time did you take notes creatively?   
 0%      40%        60%           80%   100%  
What percentage of the time did a native speaker of English teach English in English? 
0%       40%       60%           80%   100%  
 What percentage of the time did a Japanese English teacher teach English in English? 
 0%       40%       60%           80%    100%  
What percentage of the time did you speak to the Japanese English teacher in Japanese? 
 0%       40%       60%           80%    100%  
What percentage of the time did you speak English with classmates? 
 0%            40%       60%           80%    100%  
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How often did you prepare the lessons before class? 
 0%       40%        60%          80%               100%  
How often did you review what you learned today’s class?   
 0%       40%        60%          80%     100%  
Please tell me about your strategies for tests. Show which ones you used most by giving them low numbers and 
which you used least by high numbers (e.g. The strategy which you used most often will have the number 1). 
If you do not find your strategies listed below, please write them yourself.  
(   ）Memorized everything   
（   ）Asked what I did not understand  
(   )  Asked the teacher what I did not understand  
（   ）I copied the notebook which my friend wrote.  
（   ）I tried to comprehend the content.  
（   ）I asked a tutor at Juku.  
（   ）I asked my friends at Juku.  
(   )  Other： 
 
Appendix Two 
Please circle the appropriate level of influence which each item had on you when you had problems during today’s 
class.  If you do not find the item listed, please describe it in No. 14 and circle the level of influence.  
 
1) Anxiety to speak English with the new partner. 
No influence   A little influence   Some influence     Much influence   Extreme influence 
2) Anxiety to learn new things 
 No influence      A little influence       Some influence        Much influence      Extreme influence  
3) Competitiveness with a new partner 
No influence     A little influence      Some influence         Much influence      Extreme influence 
4) Confidence in your English ability 
No influence     A little influence      Some influence         Much influence      Extreme influence 
5) Motivation when you have a partner whom you dislike 
No influence     A little influence      Some influence         Much influence      Extreme influence 
6) Thoughtfulness towards your partner 
No influence     A little influence      Some influence         Much influence      Extreme influence 
7) Envy of your partner’s English ability 
No influence     A little influence      Some influence         Much influence      Extreme influence 
8) Confidence in pronunciation  
No influence     A little influence      Some influence         Much influence      Extreme influence 
9) Inferiority about your rate of fluency in English  
No influence     A little influence      Some influence         Much influence      Extreme influence 
10) Embarrassment with partner’s personality 
No influence     A little influence      Some influence          Much influence     Extreme influence 
11) Partner's willingness to study English 
No influence     A little influence      Some influence          Much influence     Extreme influence 
12) Partner's appearance  
No influence     A little influence      Some influence         Much influence      Extreme influence 
13) Distance between you and your partner 
No influence     A little influence      Some influence       Much influence      Extreme influence 
14) If you do not find your problems in the list above, please describe them here and circle the level of their 
influence during today’s learning.  
2. Please write about the strategies you used today.   
Number of the problem：  
The strategies: 
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Appendix Three 
Having studied as a member of a group, please answer the following questions by ticking the appropriate 
blank.         
1. Would you like to work with this group again? 
     Yes     No  
Please write your reasons: 
2. How did you feel about speaking English with the IC recorder in front of the other members of your group?  
  
a. I felt shy.   b. I felt nervous.  c. I did not want to speak English.  d. I was happy to speak English.     
e. I did not have enough confidence to speak English.    f. I could not speak English as I wished.   
g. I wanted to speak more English.    h. Other:   
Appendix Four 
The 2nd Speech Contest Self-evaluation on Feb 4 & 10, 2010 
Please tell me frankly what you feel and what you think.  
1. How confident did you feel in speaking English?  
    A. Very confident    B. Confident    C. Somewhat confident    D. Not confident at all  
2. What was most difficult in organizing the material of your speech?  Please indicate below.               
3. How did group work affect your learning of English? 
Good effect:        Bad effect:                                              
4. What hindered your learning in groups? 
5. If you want to write freely about the speech contest, please do so here: 
 
